Lower prefrontal gray matter volume in schizophrenia in chronic but not in first episode schizophrenia patients.
Although a lower volume of prefrontal (PF) gray matter (GM) in patients with schizophrenia than in normal control subjects is a replicated finding, it is not yet clear whether this finding is present at the onset of illness. Clinical and imaging data suggest that the reduction in PF GM becomes apparent only some years following the onset of illness. To test this hypothesis, we used magnetic resonance imaging to study PF GM and sulcal cerebrospinal fluid (CSF) volumes in 81 schizophrenic patients. A Talairach-based tool was used for segmentation. Subjects included 44 healthy controls, 22 first-episode (FE), treatment-naïve patients with duration of illness of less than 1 year; 29 short-term chronic (SC) patients with durations of illness between 1.5 and 6 years; and 30 long-term chronic (LC) patients with duration of illness of more than 6 years. The data from healthy controls were used to calculate volume residuals in the patients, defined as deviations from the expected values given individual age and intracranial volume. The FE group did not show significant differences in GM or in CSF volumes compared with controls. However, both the SC and the LC patients showed the expected pattern of lower values for PF GM and an excess of PF sulcal CSF compared with controls. There were no significant differences between SC and LC patients in any of these measurements. There was a significant and inverse association between duration of illness and GM residuals. That association fit a nonlinear rather than a linear model, which was consistent with a decrease of GM volume during the first years following illness onset. No significant differences were found between those receiving atypical and typical antipsychotic drugs during the previous year.